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Higher Education Policy and Chinese Higher Education in Malaysia
in the Context of Internationalization

Chinese education in Malaysia has been regarded as a very crucial means of preserving
Chinese traditional culture and language, and the Chinese community has attached importance to
this mother tongue education. However, the Malaysian government has implemented national
education policy focusing on Malay culture and the Malay language as the national language, and
only Chinese primary schools have been recognized as part of the public education system in
Malaysia while Chinese independent schools in secondary school education have not been
regarded as formal schools. The plan to establish a Chinese higher education institution called
Merdeka University was proposed by the Chinese community organizations in the late 1960s, but
the government finally rejected the plan in the early 1980s. This was also the time when the only
Chinese higher education institution, Nanyang University in Singapore, was integrated into the
National University of Singapore.

On the other hand, in the context of internationalization in the 1990s, the Malaysian
government started internationalization of higher education and tried to promote privatization and
diversification of higher education. With this change of policy, many private institutions were
established. The Chinese community tried to establish Chinese colleges and Southern College
was recognized in 1996, followed by the establishment of New Era College (1997) and Han Jiang
International College (1998) as Chinese medium private colleges.

Taking a look at the case of New Era College, it can be pointed out that there are two
strategies in Chinese higher education institutions in the context of internationalization. First, the
College asserts the importance of multi-lingual education instead of focusing on Chinese only and
they take English as a “global language” and Malay as the national language. They say that the
reason they teach Chinese, their mother tongue, is not just for cultural preservation today.
Secondly, the College has been trying to make a diversified network not only in Malaysia but with
other countries as well by introducing transnational programs. These strategies are similar to the
government’s policy of internationalization of higher education.

The subject of national integration with human resource development has remained an
important national goal and the Chinese community should consider establishing a balance
between their educational needs and the policy. However, the Chinese community’s view of
mother tongue education has also changed and the function of Chinese higher education
institutions seems to have shifted from mother tongue education for cultural preservation to
multi-language education to build practical strength. This is the new perspective of Chinese

education in the context of internationalization.

(SUGIMURA, Miki, Professor, Faculty of Human Sciences, Sophia University)
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